Art as massage of the nerve cells – Gunter Damisch in conversation with Sabine B.Vogel

SBV: In this book you aggregate (how many?) pictures – what characterizes this group of works?

GD: Here, it is mainly graphic constructions and less the other formal focus of my pictorial practice, thinking in layers, in a paint-matter, which can be lumpy, non-homogeneous, an almost earthy surface…as if an evolutionary process would bring about the picture. Sketches are not my point of departure, rather I would want the picture to establish a history that results in a specific picture in the end.

SBV: You don’t do sketches for your pictures then?

GD: I draw a lot, regularly, but as if in conclave I don’t paint in such phases. While drawing, potentials of forms evolve that I orchestrate by improvisation. This is a process similar to music, which I mainly improvised as well. To plan my painting, to sketch it, is extremely tough for me. I like every work best that incorporates something of its genesis.

However, the pastose, layered painting was important for a long time and the Welten (‘worlds’) had reached a point where it acquired a new structure in the way of linear connections, through tails, extensions, drippings and threads. This technique can take weeks for you to go on working, until the paint has dried up. Therefore, I began with a glazed, liquid painting, such that the underlying layers remain visible that would be covered up with pastose painting. The latter leads to a strong, energetic charge, whereas in the glazed paintings, the gestural movement of the brush leads to rather graphical forms, to grids and loops.

SBV: The glazed paintings relate more to your drawings?

GD: In glazed painting the proximity to the graphic work is more explicit, while with pastose painting I pursue the phenomenon of glistering and shining, an energetic quality of colour and paint. The series Weltwegschlingen is mainly about graphic constructions. My basic imprints are also more graphic, in the loops and the compounds. The layered pictures are more likely to produce flickering. That’s why this book is going to be called Weltwegschlingen – there already are Weltweggitter and Weltwegnetze.

After seven years the phase seems to be completed. Now the layers and the pastose start to prevail again.

SBV: You’re talking about worlds (Welten), a term of ever and again presence in your works. What are you referring to with it?

GD: Those terms have developed from the 80ies step by step. The first term was Feld (‘field’), initially still referring to scenic qualities within my works, but already in consciousness of the scientific use of terms. Within these colourful, energetic fields or spaces there were concentrations, that suggested the indication of a habitat, that again showed results of settlement. These were called Welten, piccoli mondi – when I consciously made this step I was in Italy. The Welten then went through several developments. One lead to a lengthening of the forms, into linear constructions like a grid; another resulted in drippings and thread-like, subtle structures, studded by short hand symbols for figures.

Several other terms followed by the time: Feld (‘field’), Welt (‘world’), Weg (‘path’), Netz (‘net’), Strömen (‘stream’), Fließen (‘flow’), Flimmern (‘flicker’). Besides, the figures came into being that are grounded on the more manifest places, the worlds (Welten). The early form was the one anchored to the ground, solid standing Steher (‘stayer’) that only needed an insinuation of the form of a head to be interpreted as cipher for a figure. Next came levitating figures, opposing gravity, almost without extremities, seeming to float – figures that are set in a flowing, streaming system. These are called Flämmler (‘flame-ler’), conceptually rather gaseous statues – the connectors between the Welten.

SBV: Are not most of the figurines permanently connected to the Welten?

GD: Part of them, yes. The others float in-between the Welten. In a final work phase figures are composed of figures – the individual figure becomes hardly tangible.

Total attachment exists, the local assignment, even with the highest density of the Welten, which would then enforce the term Weltflimmern (‘worldflickering’), because in the midst of all Welten the individual worlds become hardly perceivable. Nevertheless, it is important that some still hover, as phenomena of exchange, interaction, and in order to enable greater contiguity. It is not many, sometimes one is enough, or at least a bigger one, to indicate the detachment of the attached that could transit into a different state. My pictorial system is strongly governed by the concept of alteration and metamorphosis. All these forms have to be open enough such that they can be perceived as microscopic phenomena under a scientific view. These ambivalences are of deep interest for me.

SBV: Some are densely inhabited, some rarely display worlds, appear to comfort us with a cleavage or an extremely wide perspective – is this changing between micro and macro perspective a spontaneous decision in front of the painting?

GD: Among the first paintings with the Welten that emerged in the 80ies are only a few –adding animals and short hand symbols for plants. These are podgy arrangements with big apparent figures standing – it was not a concept. With a certain obstinacy and the iteration of narrative structures, the forms got more complex then, also more conclusive.

Up- and downside, micro and macro are not determined beforehand. In the end I naturally paint them hanging on the wall. But at the beginning they lie on the floor. When the figures are open in all directions the potential is bigger. And the question of upside or downside is not there, yet. These are particulars that relate to a fixed position. At the latest with issues of extra-terrestrial quality that determine space in the broadest sense, when it comes to floating flying fluxion, these orientation guides dissolve. Regarding cosmic spaces, it is this openness that refers to something greater, because there is no explicit angle of view.

SBV: As a consequence, is everybody allowed to hang the pictures at liberty?

GD: I experience the fact that pictures whose composition or the orientation of figures appear very significant to me, are indeed hanged amiss – which after all strikes me, when they all fall …

SBV: Don’t your pictures often draw the gaze upwards, beyond the picture – towards the light?

GD: The metaphor of light very quickly leads into the realm of religion. Of course I am biographically influenced by religiously embossed conceptions of the world. But my concern is not to paint anything religious. In Europe, the metaphor of light is also associated with the Enlightenment and herby with a sophisticated rationality, but also the eye that keeps occurring on dollar bills and the signets of universities. That tips over from a religious into a social matter, just as the metaphor of light, serves intellectual modes of thought and sight. Light as an upward movement herewith receives something emancipatory, remains connected to soul and mind. I am interested in how phenomena shift or start shifting.

SBV: Once you have talked about being eager to paint the Everything – do you mean by that this kind of complexity?

GD: This, of course, is an arrogation – it’s not possible, not rudimentary. We are living in times of the internet allowing us to access an unbelievably large amount of knowledge, and perhaps for the first time the earth as a whole biosphere becomes visible in all its variety and in what conjoins people. But many questions cannot be dealt with on a geographical or cultural basis; this holds regarding climate protection, and this holds regarding arts as well – this kind of complexity is comprised by my declaration “to long for touching everything within my work”. In these days, this also accrued as an antipodal proposition against a colleague important to me, who wanted to break fresh ground with the Nothing. Knowing that we would meet again in the end, I answered Everything to his Nothing.

SBV: You are working in various different sizes – are the smaller works details?

GD: That’s a question that touches a reproach against my works: Are the pictures details of something? The focus is not on a central theme, but an almost infinite space opens up. However, the question about the format is also one of corporeality and visual presence. Ever since the beginning of my work it is the conscious switching between extreme sizes, beginning with 20 x 20 cm, like a cornice, just as tiles are restricted to the smallest carrier of image information that group themselves just to become big formats antithetically. This kind of freedom has to do with the the possibility to playfully deal with phenomena like numeration, relation, contact, distance by varying the detected forms.

My concern is to intertwine, for which there exist several reference points, starting from Jackson Pollock’s drippings to Tibetan or Asian pictures with infinite loops, but also the gargoyles and the ornaments of the Renaissance, with their alchemistic interest.

They are pictures without a center, some people are reminded of textile techniques.

SBV: Why does the colour green occur so rarely in your pictures?

GD: Yes, this one is rather rare. There is a theory that people search or wish for colours complementary to their own person. I don’t know how reliable that is, but green is the colour of the environment that I prefer to sojourn most in. Energetically, green holds a special quality that I don’t often use. As a composite, green has already processed the tension. Momentarily, I intensely work with complementary tensions within the picture, which I cannot build up using green.

SBV: Your main colours seem to be orange and yellow?

GD: This is surely true for the Weltwegschlingen. But it changes, groups of white pictures continually reoccur – a kind of asceticism. And also from grey to silver … what I like less are the non-colours, the mixed and once again tainted colours. I rather search for the strong contrasts, to create tension and to set formulations. This also corresponds to this notion of the “Everything” exhausting a space.

SBV: Is your pictorial system affected by philosophic or spiritual influences?

GD: Certainly, different experiences are incorporated, imprints from childhood, perceptions of society, surely also spiritual things for I have always had a great interest for other cultures and religions. It is one of the specific possibilities of our time not to determine oneself by a social, political, spiritual and economical lifestyle, but to gain a sensorium for the steady exchange between the systems and hereby escaping the static conception of the world of good and bad, light and dark beforehand – with its paranoid shapings as with George W. Bush. The crucial point is to keep the mind open for the constant change and interchange of phenomena. It is my own attempt to meet the challenge of complexity, of diversity.

SBV: You have talked about Douglas Hofstadter’s book “I am a strange loop” – in which sense is the notion “loop” used there?

GD: Dealing with the most recent findings findings of psychological and neurobiological research, Hofstadter pursues the question of what constitutes an ego, a mind, a soul. Loops are a phenomenon of every day’s life, the simple principle of a cardboard, for example. A box is closed by joggling the four nooks with each other whereby the principle of a downward dynamics – for one comes to lie underneath the other – leads to stabilisation. There are more examples for this, up to the sitting loop, where in a circle of people each sits on the lap of the person behind him/herself, such that the circle stabilizes itself.

SBV: Loops are therefore a principle of solidification or support?

GD: Both, resp. an energy of passing on and subordinating, where the descending becomes the ascending and the stabilizing. This book is one of those moments in which perception is strengthened when something is added from another angle. The formal principle of the self-repeating, compositional elements obtains an effect similar to the circumstance of a singularity gaining a specific meaning by subordination to a greater context.

SBV: So loops or meshes are symbolic for super- and subordination?

GD: They are movements that indicate circularity, that inherently carry cross linking and interlacing, forms of stabilisation – by far stronger than lines. Loops are a very old symbol, the Gordian knot, the infinity loop that is also contained in the fish-symbol, the construction of nets or the knotting of textiles – it is the manufacture of links that convert material and form into something constructive and related to practice – that make an aperture come alive as an aperture.

SBV: You have also mentioned M. C. Rumi as an influential reading – what are his writings all about?

GD: I can only refer to my own perception of his writings: They are about love and empathy, about movement that you have to get yourself into in order to do justice to the phenomena in their motion. It is a mystical variant of Islam, that tries to avoid to be static and herewith doctrinaire. This is also an aspect that could be derived from my paintings. It is a charming idea that painting is something like a massage of the nerve cells, an occasion, to attain a non-static situation in vision, a dance-like perception of oneself as a perceiver.

